
AIR QUALITY BASICS: KLINEBERG’S HOUSTON AREA SURVEY
Residents of the Greater Houston area overwhelmingly 

agree that our region has a serious problem with air pollution, 
according to a recent survey by Stephen Klineberg, sociology 
professor at Rice University.

Not only do residents agree that local government is 
“spending too little on the environment,” they also agree 
with raising taxes to clean up our air, according to the survey.

For 26 years, Klineberg has been tracking the ongoing 
attitudes of Houston area residents on issues that range from 
economic and ethnic diversity to environmental concerns. The 

purpose of the survey is to measure the public’s viewpoint on 
current trends and to make the survey results available to 
government and business leaders, as well as the public.  

There are no other cities in the U.S. that conduct such a 
comprehensive survey.  

No other survey “more clearly exemplifies the trends that 
are radically refashioning the social 
and political landscape of urban 
America. 1”    

The survey shows a significant 
difference in views of air quality issues 
for individuals who live in close 
proximity to oil refineries and plants 
versus those who don’t live close to 
these facilities. 

As part of the survey, individuals 
were asked to rate local government 
controls of air pollution in their area, 
and 73 to 80 percent of those that live 
in areas with a high concentration of 
industry gave a “fair” or “poor” rating.  
Only residents in Montgomery and 
Fort Bend counties gave positive 
ratings for their local governments’ 
pollution controls.  

On the issue of health effects, 56 
percent of Houston residents said they 
were “very concerned” about the 
effects of air pollution on their family’s 
health, versus 34 percent in Fort Bend County and 27 percent 
in Montgomery County.

When asked if we are spending “too little nationally on 
improving and protecting the environment,1” 63 percent of 
Houston residents and 66 percent of Harris County residents 
responded yes, versus 45 percent in Fort Bend County and 47 
percent in Montgomery County.   

The survey is an important tool for lawmakers and 

regulators like the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality 
(TCEQ), because it demonstrates that constituents want laws to 
regulate air pollution controls.  

While many agree that our region needs better roads and 
highways, there is significant support for a better public 
transportation system, with almost 80 percent responding 
positively to the idea of improvements to mass transit.  

Houston’s future depends on the “city’s ability to attract and 
retain the nation’s most skilled and creative ‘knowledge 
workers’ and high-tech companies.1” To do this Houston needs 
significant improvements in air and water quality, transportation 
and parks, trees and bayous enhancements.  

The survey is conducted by a process of randomly selecting 
telephone numbers of households in Harris and surrounding 
counties. The respondents were randomly selected from all 
residents within the household that are aged 18 years and 
older.  The questions were translated into Spanish for non-
English speaking households. 

The interviews were conducted by the University of 
Houston’s Center for Public Policy.  The 656 respondents were 

“Environmental protection is essential to Houston’s 
economic growth, and anyone that’s fighting that is 
damaging our economic growth,” - Stephen Klineberg

Environmental Concerns and Tradeoffs (The 2007 Survey)*

* Source: Houston in Transition: Tracking the Changes in Environmental 
Attitudes Through 26 years of Houston Surveys by Stephen Klineberg

interviewed between February 13 and 27, 2007.   
Klineberg is the recipient of nine major awards at Rice 

University and has been teaching sociology at Rice since 1972.  
He is currently working on a series of articles and a book that 
looks at the way people respond to the economic and 
demographic transitions of Houston and the U.S.  
1 Houston Area Survey (1982 – 2007). “Regional Perspectives: Survey Research on the Differences in 
Demographic Patterns, Attitudes, and Beliefs Across Six Major Sectors of the Houston Metropolitan 
Region.”  http://cohesion.rice.edu/CentersAndInst/HAS/emplibrary/ACF1810.pdf


